basic rule holds true: "A business owner who fails to plan, plans to fail" (Covello, 1995) .
When entrepreneurs are asked why they did not develop a business plan, their responses usually are: "it requires a lot of hard work and time"; "I am able to self fund my business, and developing a plan is not critical at this time"; and "I have my plan in my head." Many feel that a rapidly changing economic environment invalidates their plan. While no plan will ever be 100% accurate or current, an effective business plan enables an entrepreneur to quickly make necessary changes to meet competitive environmental challenges.
Success is not accidental. It requires hard work and careful planning. A business plan is the owner's road map for a successful enterprise-a blueprint, a statement of goals and hopes, a compass, and a guideline to planned action. It is the current and futuristic X-ray of the business.
A business plan is key to securing financing, maintaining focus, communicating, and preparing for the unexpected. "Your business plan is the heart and soul of your operation and the most important set of documents provided by you to any lending institution or potential investor" (Covello, 1995) . The business plan is evidence of the business owner's initiative and allows the owner to communicate a step by step agenda for reaching goals. It enables the owner to take an objective, critical, unemotional look at the business in its entirety. Developing a business plan forces the owner to assess the competition and to establish competitive alternatives. The plan considers the possibility of uncertain outcomes and provides for contingency strategies. Bankers and investors expect to see negatives as well as positives in the business plan. They are further impressed when the entrepreneur has included a plan of attack for the unexpected.
THE BUSINESS PLAN PROCESS
It is important to set aside enough time to formulate the plan. Experts recommend starting the planning at least 6 months before initiating a new business. An effec-tive plan may take from 50 to 100 hours to research, document, analyze, and review. Some may be able to accomplish the task in a shorter time period. However, a poorly conceived plan can set the company back several months or years, or result in failure of the business.
Building a business plan is a dynamic process. Once it is formulated, the plan is fine tuned and updated on a continuous basis. The process begins with the following steps:
Define the Business Concept
During this stage, the business owner must decide the types of services and products that will be provided, who will buy the services and products, and how these products and services will be different from those provided by competitors.
Gather Data on the Feasibility and Specifics of the Concept
Before an owner can develop the body of a business plan, information and reliable data relating to the different aspects of the business must be compiled. For example, if the concept is to develop a self study guide to assist individuals in preparing for an examination, the data obtained might include:
• How many other self study guides currently exist in the specialty targeted? • How profitable are the companies marketing the self study guide? • In what format is the self study guide distributed (printed manuals, software, CD-ROM)? • What type of information is presented in the self study guide?
If the concept is to conduct an educational seminar, the data needed might include: • What type of educational seminars currently exist in the specialty area targeted? • Are the seminars an overview on the subject area, or do they offer an in-depth program on the topics covered? • Do the seminars offer continuing education credit? • What is the length and price of the seminar? • Where are the seminars conducted?
After formulating a list of questions, the next step is to look for answers. Most information needed can be obtained from local libraries, government resources, business publications, professional organizations, and trade associations. Paid research services are also available. Because money is always a consideration, the owner can obtain some of the information and have a research firm handle the more complicated tasks. Information about research firms can be obtained from various professional and trade organizations that support the owner's market niche.
It is advisable not to over-research and end up with more data than needed. During this phase it is necessary to answer some important, basic questions about the business. If the entrepreneur is creating a product or service that does not exist, data may not be available. To make the plan more compelling and more persuasive when dealing with investors, it is important to use the most current data and the most reliable resources. Whenever possible, it is best to use conservative figures and translate data into financial units.
Focus and Refine the Concept
At this point, the owner takes the information gathered and decides whether the original idea is still viable or needs to be revised. Is there a market for the products and services? Will the time, energy, and money invested into starting and operating the business generate sufficient return on investment to make this venture worth pursuing? For example, data indicate the market for health and safety programs offered on video and CD-ROM format is flourishing, replacing training programs offered in other formats (i.e., slides, overheads).
Outline the Specifics of the Business
At this point in the process, the owner compiles a concise statement of what the business will provide. A helpful exercise is to write a mission statement outlining what will be provided, to whom, and what will make the business different. "A rule of thumb: If you can't describe your idea clearly and simply, you haven't thought it through" (Bangs, 1995) .
Put the Plan in Compelling Form
The format of the plan may vary according to the intended use and readership. However, it is important for the author to remember that time is extremely valuable. Bankers, venture capitalists, and other investors rarely have time to give each proposal and business plan the attention it deserves. Each owner will be competing with other entrepreneurs for needed money. It is important to highlight key areas and summarize as needed to allow investors to easily review the data contained in the plan.
Most experts suggest the business plan be no longer than 15 to 35 pages (not including the financials and appendices). Anything fewer than 10 pages may be viewed as insubstantial. The appendices are limited to no more than the length of the plan. If investors are interested, they will ask for more information. Most plans should project 3 to 5 years into the future (Abrams, 1993) .
BUSINESS PLAN COMPONENTS
At a minimum, a business plan contains the-following components (See Table I ):
Coverffitle Page
The cover/title page identifies the business, location and telephone numbers where the principles can be reached, and identifies the individual who wrote the business plan. The cover sheet should be simple, attractive, and short.
Executive Summary
The Executive Summary captures the essence of the business plan. This section is an abstract of the company's present status and future direction. It is written when the plan is completed. The Executive Summary: • Summarizes and emphasizes key points. • Identifies the company's main objectives and purpose. • Highlights benchmarks (financial and non-financial targets). • Quantifies resources. • Describes work experience and past successes.
Investors will look for entrepreneurs who can articulate their vision, passion, and dreams.
If an owner is submitting a financing proposal, the Executive Summary is more complex and contains additional information about the structure of the corporation. In addition, it includes the amount of money needed and the purpose. Finally, it is important to articulate how the funds will benefit the business and how the funds will be repaid.
The Executive Summary is targeted to the audience. Current technology enables the entrepreneur to change, update, and tailor the business plan as needed. The importance of the Executive Summary cannot be overstated. Some investors may prefer reviewing the Executive Summary and financials before reviewing the plan. The Executive Summary is usually no longer than two to three pages, although a one page Executive Summary is acceptable. Bullet points are effective and make the Executive Summary more appealing to the reader.
Table of Contents
The Table of Contents serves as a guide to writing and organizing the business plan. It also assists prospective readers to understand and easily access the information before them.
Business Description and History
The objective of this section is to describe the business, how the entrepreneur is going to manage it, and why the business will succeed. If the business is new, the following questions need to be answered (Bangs, 1995) :
• What is the nature of the business? • How will the business succeed? • What is the individual's experience in the business? • What makes this business special?
• What do other people in this type of business say about the marketing of their services and products? • What type of managerial and/or technical support will prospective trade suppliers offer? • Is trade credit available? • What are the terms of any contract work that will be performed? • How will slow payment from customers be handled? • What is the structure of the business? • Why is the business going to be profitable (or continue to grow)? • What hours of the day and days of the week will the business be in operation? • Will the business be seasonal?
For an existing business, the owner needs to state whether the business is expanding or if the plan is to take over an existing business. Focus is the aim. When entrepreneurs are clear and concise and are knowledgeable about the business, they are able to concentrate their efforts and use resources effectively. It is easy to over-extendoneself.
Business Structure
In this section of the plan, it is important for the owner to include historical facts supporting any request for financing or acquisition objectives. The legal form of the business is listed (i.e., sole proprietorship, partner- 
Product/Service Description
The purpose of this section of the plan is to provide a description of the product and/or services offered. Unique features providing a competitive advantage are highlighted. Products and services provided by competitors are analyzed. It is important for entrepreneurs to list the advantages of the product and service they will provide, along with improvements over existing products and services. The entrepreneur must explain the strategy for meeting or dominating the competition.
A plan to introduce follow-on products and services is included. When completing this segment of the plan, a sales breakdown by product, region, and industry type is essential. Follow-on products might include selling informational material presented at a seminar, such as manuals and tapes to clients who were unable to attend the program. The product life cycle and seasonality of the product and/or service is noted. Professional textbooks and references have a shelf life of approximately 3 to 5 years and need to be updated periodically to keep up to date with current trends, research, regulations, and legislation. Discussing the duration and impact on competitive advantage and whether the product has a limited shelf life is essential. The owner provides documentation when there is a patent, copyright, or exclusive agency involved.
The owner includes responses from clients and inquiries from prospective clients which illustrate the demand for the product or service. Relationships with leading companies and major accounts and accomplishments are documented, substantiating the company's fitness for growth. If the owner is concerned about proprietary information, a non-disclosure agreement is created.
Market Analysis and Strategy (Plan)
This segment describes the existing marketplace in which the entrepreneur will introduce the company, its products, and services. It can be viewed as a plan within a plan. At its most basic level, the marketing strategy (plan) sets forth the product's/service's marketing mix and includes product, price, promotion, and place (distribution) for the coming year with projections of at least 3 to 5 years. Marketing (including sales) is the revenue generating part of the company.
The product is the tangible aspect of the product or service itself, such as a professional textbook or health and safety seminar. Price and value work together. Clients consider durability, reliability, service, and quality in addition to cost. The approach to pricing strategies should be logical, justified, and allow an ample return on investment while leaving room for a margin of error. Promotion includes the amount and nature of the marketing activities. Promotion activities for the. occupational health nurse entrepreneur might include: advertising in professional publications (for example, AAOHN Journal, AAOHN News, American Board of Occupational Health Nursing Continuing Education Resource Guide); placing advertisements in local constituent newsletters; or direct mail by purchasing mailing labels from targeted groups (e.g., AAOHN, Association of Occupational Health Profession" als in Health Care, American Society of Safety Engineers). Distribution includes the convenience and decor of the location in which the product/service is presented. Are the meeting facilities comfortable and reasonably priced and near convenient air and ground transportation?
Market Research. Marketing involves research to leam what people want. Businesses need to put themselves in the client's place to determine client needs. What is the client base demographically: age, income, gender, family, location, and occupation? What motivates a client to purchase a product/service: lifestyle, motives, needs, interests (sports, etc.)? The client is the sole focus (Bangs, 1995) .
Marketing plans and strategies are not valuable unless supported by facts and credible figures. Current technology facilitates the process of collecting needed data. Even with historical and current data, predicting the future continues to be a challenge. It is important to be realistic and be alert for market changes.
Marketing Strategy. Marketing strategy also includes analysis of the alternative opportunities and risks to the company with informed consideration of the competition, social environment, and company's internal production capability (Arkebauer, 1995) .
Entrepreneurs survey the existing market to determine the size, diversity, and location. They define the competitors and their pricing policies, promotional strategies, and relative share of the market. It is important to note whether the market is growing or shrinking. It is also important to outline the trends and implied opportunities and expectations of industry forecasters for the next 2 years, including projections.
Strengths and Weaknesses. Strengths and weaknesses should be listed. When discussing strengths, entrepreneurs should place at least as much emphasis on marketing as on the product, if not more. Strengths cover how the product/service is favorably differentiated from the competition in actual performance, in quality and reliability, in breadth of line and options, in distribution, in 28 pricing, and in awareness and image.
When documenting weaknesses and barriers, the entrepreneur needs to explain how the problems or threats will be overcome. The discussion also includes opportunities to justify the potential with logical rationale. For unexploited opportunities, it is crucial to include the estimated cost of entry, time required, and risk.
Target Marketing. The business must establish target market segment and establish a strategic fit. This is the match-up between the company's abilities and resources vis-a-vis the basic criteria needed to compete in a market, also known as a market "niche" or "target marketing." Strategies may include feasibility testing and competitive analysis. A business owner may consider engaging a qualified and experienced market research firm to analyze the market, including techniques such as focus groups. Typically, a group of 5 to 10 people (from the target industry) are gathered together with a moderator. The moderator works with prepared questions. The findings are used to determine the viability of the product/service and enable the business owner to focus on issues for short and long range marketing, advertising, and promotion plans.
Market Potential-Positioning. An additional issue to address is the size of the market niche. Is it large enough to sustain the business profitably? Are there enough clients and are there effective and economically justifiable ways to reach the target market? The business owner must be sure that the niche is large enough to allow room for growth.
Positioning also includes location, pricing, benefits, and testimonials. Positioning may be as simple as locating the business in high consumer traffic areas and away from other similar competitors, or concentrating on the selected market segment. Will the price of the product or services be targeted to the high, middle, or low end of the market? This may depend on the target niche.
It is important for the business owner to differentiate the business from competing businesses by promoting the benefits of the product or services. A common question asked is "What's in it for me?" It is important for owners to place themselves in the client's shoes. Finally, positioning strategy includes testimonial letters and references. The owner must never hesitate to ask clients for referrals and permission to place quotes and comments in advertising literature.
Pricing Strategy. Lack of courage in pricing may be the largest, single marketing error small business owners make (Bangs, 1995) . A common mistake is thinking that offering the lowest price is the key to success. Some clients may be price sensitive, while others may be prestige sensitive. Knowing what clients want is crucial to this phase of the marketing plan. The nature of the market will affect the pricing strategy. There are three types of markets: monopoly, oligopoly, and competitive market. Each market is defined by the competition operating within that market:
• Monopolistic market. This market is one in which one business controls the vast majority of supply. It has a unique or protected product (for example, a patented invention) or a temporary edge on the competi-tion due to an existing business structure. The optimum price is that amount which will allow marginal revenues to equal marginal costs.
• Oligopolistic market. This market is characterized by few participants with little meaningful product differentiation. In this case, pricing is a function of competitor pricing. If the business owner reduces the price of the product, competitors reduce their price. However, if the owner increases the price, competitors may not.
• Competitive market. This type of market is characterized by numerous participants with almost no product differentiation and little or no economic barriers to market entrance. In this market, customers, as a whole, determine the prices.
All of these markets are important and have critical implications for businesses. However, to stay viable, the business must generate a profit (Brenner, 1990) .
Distribution/Advertising/Promotion. It is important to demonstrate that the price and profitability of the product/service justifies the costs of sales (presentations, commissions, telephone, travel) and the distribution channels selected accordingly. The marketing strategy must establish the optimum channels of distribution, including executive selling, direct sales force, manufacturers' representatives, distributors, retailers, national/regional chains, independents, mail order/direct response, catalogs, telemarketing, original equipment manufacturers, international distribution, the media (radio, television, print), and the Internet. Occupational health and safety professionals have found successful distribution and advertising channels exhibiting at national, state, and local conferences, placing advertisements in professional publications and through direct mail (i.e., flyers, brochures).
The Internet is a global network of computers that communicate using a common language. It is simply a "network of networks." Although important, the ability to buy and sell online is not the only part of the Internet commerce equation. Entrepreneurs and established companies are finding there is more than one way to make money on "the Net." Examples include traditional product sales, selling advertisements on popular Web sites, collecting demographics, and selling access to target markets. Many companies are adding to their bottom lines by cutting the costs of doing business. From targeting sales information and online product catalogs to end use support, companies connected to the Internet are able to provide contact services that combine 24 hour access with instant response. The challenge for the business owner is to decide what works best for attracting clients at affordable costs.
The most obvious way to make money on the Net may be to open a Web server that showcases the company's products and services and accepts orders. One of the nicest features of the Internet is its ability to level the playing field. Every company can look as big as the next company. The entrepreneur does not have to have a storefront operation to present a professional image and has the ability to target customers within or beyond their normal geographical area. The Internet is an important potential market for business that should be pursued. JANUARY 1997, VOL. 45, NO.1 A realistic budget should be allocated for an advertising and promotional campaign. Some business owners believe they can save money by doing their own advertising. This can be a costly mistake. Ineffective advertising is expensive, and business owners should devote time to running and growing their businesses, not the advertising business. Advertising and promotion strategies also include logos, stationery, business cards, and packaging design. As mentioned earlier, the marketing section of the business plan is a plan within a plan. The entrepreneur can make a significant impact on investors and customers if a simple rule is followed: keep the message concise and clear.
Operations
The operations section of a business plan explains the day to day functions of the company. The section varies, depending on the type of business. The different requirements involved are probably best illustrated by considering retailing and manufacturing. The operation of a retail establishment is conceptually straightforward, while the business which manufacturers a technical product is more complex. The mechanics are easier to understand. Operations for a retail business simply involve buying the product, transporting it, storing, selling it, and delivering it. For the manufacturing business, the product's quality and reliability depend on how it is assembled. Readers may lack the technical knowledge to really understand the process. The danger of being too technical in the plan may present a problem. Illustrations can be extremely helpful. Areas included in the operations section are (Lasher, 1994) The majority of these factors don't involve a lack of knowledge of the business's product or service. Rather, they are related to operating the business (Lasher, 1994) .
When preparing the management section, five areas should be addressed:
1. Personal history of the principles. 2. Related work experience. 3. Duties and responsibilities. 4. Salaries. 5. Resources available to the business (Bangs, 1995) . The personal history of the principles documents their business background, education, special abilities, and interests. It may also include the personal financial status of the principle. Investors usually have two concerns. First, they do not want to see lavish spending on living expenses. Second, the investor does not want to see frugal spending on living expenses. Both could lead to the failure of the business .
Work experience should explain whether the experience is directly related to the business venture. Unrelated business experience can indicate a weakness in the management structure. Investors are also looking at transferable skills . Investors want to lend to people, not companies. The owner must convince decision makers that management personnel are serious, levelheaded, and have every intention of sticking with the business venture and repaying the loan.
Investors want to see balance and the ability to provide the four essential elements of management: planning, organization, control, and leadership. It is necessary to designate who will be in charge of certain responsibilities and tasks along with a plan outlining the formal structure of the organization. The management team/support professionals and resources outside of the company such as researchers, technical advisers, accountants, and attorneys are also included (Covello, 1995) . An organization chart is an important way to describe the management structure, along with job descriptions detailing job duties and responsibilities.
Proposed salaries, including bonuses, profit sharing plans , and other compensation arrangements for each member of the management team, are listed. In general , salaries should be in line with industry averages. However, deferred compensation in terms of stock options is desirable, as it demonstrates long term commitment. When issuing stock it is advisable to make it available to key executives over a period of several years. This encourages executives to think strategically and enhances the likelihood of their staying with the company for an extended period of time (Schilit, 1990) . A simple statement of the amount management will be paid is sufficient. Being realistic and factual is crucial. Because of its importance to the success of the company, investors may review management expertise and structure before reviewing any other section of the plan.
Financial DataIProjections
This section contains a set of financials, including an Income and Expense Statement (profit and loss) (see Figure 1) , Balance Sheet (see Figure 2 ), and Cash Flow Statement. These reports are fairly standard for all companies . The business owner must possess a good understanding of how each of these is developed and conceived. The new business owner can obtain an understanding of financial statements through workbooks, courses, and consultants. Computerized spreadsheets facilitate easier and quicker changes in financials .
"To your financial backer the heart of your plan lies in its financial projections. The rest of the plan is material that makes him believe that the financial projections will come true" (Lasher, 1994) . Financial forecasts in the business plan should be conservative and realistic and supported with actual orders, client demographic information, and accurate production costs. "It is a fundamental truth of financial planning that dollar projections should follow projections of physical activity" (Lasher, 1994) . It is important to produce a complete physical plan of what is expected to happen in the future (products Figure 2 . Opening balance sheet (new business). Reprinted with permission from Gray (1995) .
to be sold, personnel, materials, equipment and services needed by the company). Financial considerations include start-up costs (see Table 2 ) and use of funding proceeds (marketing and advertising, salaries, facilities, capital equipment, research and development, operating expenses, and capital). The income and expense forecast statement (profit and loss) is described as the operating statement expected for the business at the end of the period for which the forecast is being prepared. The balance sheet is a position statement, not a historical record. It shows what is owned and owed on a given date. The cash flow statement measures the flow of money in and out of the business (Gray, 1995) . Projected financials are an estimation of future financial earnings and expenses. Projections are usually broken down into monthly projections for the first 2 years, and annually thereafter, up to and including year 5. Financial ratio analysis is also used to provide a formalized system of relating elements of the balance sheet to the income statement. The mathematical effort of creating a ratio lessens the importance of individual numbers and allows the owner to evaluate trends, industry standards, and acquisitions. The ratio analysis allows the owner to project asset needs based on historical ratios. Seeking assistance from a certified public accountant simplifies the task. Investors will review financial projections with great care to determine if they are realistic and obtainable. Other financial measures used to evaluate success include, market share, sales, inventory management, and profit margin. 
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Appendix
The Appendix is used to reinforce the business plan's content. The Appendix includes the conclusions outlined in the plan. Information that can be provided in this section includes: 
A FINAL THOUGHT ON PLANNING
To avoid problems, delays, or a rejection from investors it is a good idea to present the business plan to impartial outsiders for review. An accountant should review the financial statements plus assess business and personal tax considerations. An attorney evaluates those areas that may have legal implications. The business plan is typed neatly, professionally, and flawlessly and placed in a folder or spiral binder for presentation.
The business plan components listed above are the main core elements commonly included in most plans. There is no single way of preparing a business plan. JANUARY 1997, VOL. 45, NO.1 Alternative formats can be found in various references and in computer programs specifically designed to take the business owner step by step through the process.
The importance of planning cannot be overemphasized. Well prepared and executed, the business plan is the entrepreneur's most crucial business document. Investors expect a higher level of expertise and preparation from entrepreneurs they choose to fund. The successful business plan is convincing not only because it discusses the business idea, but also because it demonstrates the author's business competence through a thorough, detailed discussion of what has to be done to make the idea happen.
The business plan is not merely a report that is prepared and then forgotten. It is used regularly by the entrepreneur in making daily decisions. It enables the entrepreneur to stay focused on the tasks at hand. The business plan is reviewed monthly, quarterly, or at a minimum semi-annually. Entrepreneurs without a business plan often react intuitively to business conditions without properly thinking through all appropriate alternatives. Consequently, they may find it difficult to make better choices that are strategically important to the business. Having a sound business plan gives the entrepreneur the ability to maneuver more efficiently and change course faster when needed. A well composed business plan offers a true strategic advantage.
As the number of new businesses increase each year, competition for funding is more aggressive than ever Reprinted with permission from Gray (1995) .
before. Owners who provide business plans with a clear definition of the business, evidence of strong management, thoughtful marketing capabilities, and an attractive financial structure have the competitive advantage and are more successful in obtaining necessary funding. However, the greatest beneficiary of this project is not the investor, it is the business owner. A well thought out business plan is still the most effective tool for reaching long term goals and achieving success.
If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours.
-Henry David Thoreau 1.
2.
3.
4.
Writing a Successful Business Plan.
Haag, A.B.
----AAOHN Journal 1997, 45(1), 25-32. In creating and building a business, the entrepreneur assumes all the responsibilities for its development and management, as well as the risks and rewards. Many businesses do not survive because business owners fail to develop an effective plan.
The business plan focuses on major areas of concern and their contribution to the success of a new business:The finished product communicates the producVservice to others and provides the basis for the financial proposal.
Planning helps identify customers, market area, pricing strategy, and competitive conditions. It aids in decision making and is an essential guide for operating a business successfully and measuring progress.
The business plan not only serves as a mechanism for obtaining any needed financial resources, but also indicates the future direction of the company.
